Like a pebble tossed into a pond, the ripples of life expand, effecting not just the donors and recipients, but families, friends, colleagues, coworkers and others: and, in turn, these effect so many others, in ever expanding circles of life. 1
W hen I contacted Dr Moritsugu and asked to interview him for my series Courage and Character, Leaders and Legends, he agreed and invited me to Great Falls, Virginia. As I drove to his home, I feared I had missed a turn because I seemed to be in a beautiful wilderness park, but the single lane road fortunately led me into his driveway. Dr Moritsugu's wife, Lisa Kory, answered the door to their beautiful home, which takes full advantage of its park-like surroundings. I had met Lisa at a NATCO meeting in the early 1990s when she was a procurement coordinator in California. She later moved to Washington, DC, and served as the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) for the Transplant Recipient International Organization. Not surprisingly, she and Dr Moritsugu met at a transplantrelated meeting and were married in 2000.
Birth of a Leader
Born in Honolulu, Hawaii, as part of a third generation Japanese American family, Dr Moritsugu was raised Roman Catholic. As a child and a teenager, he planned to be Catholic priest. He went into the seminary where he remained for 6 years studying for the priesthood. However, while studying for his undergraduate degree, he decided he wanted to focus on healing bodies rather than souls. This decision took him to Washington, DC, where he graduated from George Washington University's School of Medicine. He did very well in clinical rotations but his public health rotation influenced him the most. During this rotation he realized that as a private physician he could heal people one at a time but as a public health physician he could heal and influence an entire community. He moved to San Francisco for his residencies in internal medicine and preventative medicine at the US 
Personal Commitment to Organ Donation and Transplantation
I first met Dr Moritsugu at a committee meeting for our organ procurement organization Washington Regional Transplant Community (WRTC) in 1993. We sat together at a dinner meeting and talked about the evening's discussion topic, direct donation. I learned that Dr Moritsugu was a very special and amazing individual; he was a donor family member, a decision that led him to a lifelong involvement and commitment to organ and tissue donation. In 1992 Dr Moritsugu's wife, Donna Lee, was gravely injured in an automobile accident. They had discussed organ donation in the past so he knew Donna would want to be an organ donor. When the time came to say goodbye to his wife, Dr Moritsugu consented to Donna becoming an organ donor. As he told me about his decision, I realized that as a clinical transplant coordinator, I had never met a donor family member. I found myself listening intently and trying to process all he was graciously sharing with me. Because my perspective had always focused on transplant recipients and patients awaiting a suitable donor organ, I thanked him for making the decision at a very difficult time to save lives of patients like mine. I wondered if any of my patients had received Donna Lee's organs.
As lived across the street from me. Dr Moritsugu's daughter, Vikki, was a trauma victim and was being brought into our hospital with serious injuries after being struck by a car. He wanted Vikki to have the best possible chance to survive, but her injuries were too severe and once again Dr Moritsugu was faced with the death of a loved one. He and Vikki had never discussed organ donation. She was only 21 years old and it had just not been a thought that someone so young would die unexpectedly. Parents never want to think their child will die before them. Dr Moritsugu signed the consent to donate her organs.
Professional Commitment to Organ Donation and Transplantation
During his medical education Dr Moritsugu was aware of organ donation but was never involved in any work in the area until his wife became a donor. When that happened, Dr Moritsugu reached a turning point. I asked him how his wife's family had responded to his decision to donate their daughter's organs and he stated the family was actually okay with his decision once the initial shock had passed. He felt that his close relationship with Donna's family had helped them accept his decision. He quickly added that if he could do anything differently, it would be how he discussed his decision with his daughters. He sheltered them and told them only that their mother had been injured. He did not tell them the extent of her injuries until it was evident that she was not going to recover.
In the first year after Donna's death, Dr Moritsugu pulled back for a while to process the experience and to focus on his daughters. Lori Brigham, the CEO of WRTC, invited him to become involved in donor family activities. He began speaking at meetings to donor families and to the public. It is interesting to review his 107-page curriculum vitae and see a few national presentations on this public health issue before 1993 but by 1995 the professional commitment to organ and tissue donation becomes most evident with page after page of presentations and awards. The presentations start with a local meeting in Washington, DC, soon followed with cities such as Boston, San Diego, Hartford, New York, Chicago, with keynote addresses on organ donation in Minneapolis, Atlanta, Louisville, Honolulu, and almost every state by the year 2000.
As a career officer with the federal government Dr Moritsugu took the opportunity to increase the awareness of organ donation from a professional perspective. His keynote and plenary addresses on organ donation were being heard across the United States. And people listened. His role as Deputy Surgeon General provided him with a national recognition; his education as a physician provided him with credibility of his knowledge; but most of all, his experience as a donor family husband and father provided him with a reality with which others could relate. Dr Moritsugu's personal tragedies evolved into a professional commitment to share his knowledge and experiences as a strong proponent of organ and tissue donation. Awards for his professional commitment to organ donation include honorary doctorates from at least 12 academic programs, lifetime achievement awards, distinguished service awards, and others too numerous to mention but so indicative of his professional accomplishments and commitments.
Commitment to Donor Advocacy
Dr Moritsugu stated that in health care we focus on transplant recipients while donor families receive little recognition. Since 1992 he has participated in numerous donor family recognition ceremonies. He is still moved at these ceremonies to see family members come across the stage weeping with both joy for the decision to have given the gift of life but with sadness for their loss. What really touches him at these ceremonies is when an individual's name is called and only one person comes up to receive the recognition. "What a burden that person must carry without support from others."
We compared the decision to donate organs of an adult versus a child. Having been faced with both, Dr Moritsugu describes a real difference.
An adult has had a chance to live. But when a child dies we lose not only the child but the child's future and future potential. That is why it was so much more difficult to donate when Vikki died. Seeing a child die we lose our ability to pass our legacy onto the next generation. The child loses the capability but the parent feels the loss of being able to realize the legacy. I asked Dr Moritsugu how such an unselfish decision to give the gift of life is made by families during a tragic and highly emotional time and he said that it is not so much the head but the heart that rules in the final decision. "Your head will sustain your heart's decision." His own decision was easier with his wife because she had signed a donor card. Also, as a physician he was aware of the need for and benefit of organ donation. His decision regarding his daughter was much more difficult. They had not discussed her feelings about being an organ donor. In addition, he described feeling a sadness that his daughter would not achieve her potential.
In his work as an advocate for organ donor families, Dr Moritsugu focuses on empowerment and the emotional benefits that can stem from the powerful decision to donate a loved one's organs. Although he has not pursued the opportunity to meet recipients who received organs from his wife and daughter, he firmly believes recipients and donor families should be allowed to meet if both parties wish to do so. I have always been in awe of families that have the courage to donate organs of a loved one. Dr Moritsugu has demonstrated his courage and character not once but twice when donating organs of very close family members. His leadership in advocating for organ and tissue donation for 20 years has made him a legend. Thank you, Dr Moritsugu.
